"word play" is so pervasive in the literature, that it is often heuristically useful to use it. But I opt throughout to use the term "punning," which is general enough to encapsulate all the devices collected in this study. 7 With this in mind, I proceed to the data. I have divided the study into six sections, according to the six types of punning found in Qoheleth. The first focuses on alliteration, or the repeated use of consonants. 8 This is the largest of the six categories. The second section collects examples of assonance, the repeated use of vowel patterns. Though both alliteration and assonance both fit generally under the category of paronomasia or "similarities of sound," it is important to keep in mind that all examples of paronomasia are also effective on a visual register. The third section focuses on illustrations of polysemy; cases in which words bear more than one meaning in a single context. The fourth section, which is related to polysemy, details cases of antanaclasis. Antanaclasis occurs when a word is used multiple times, but with different meanings. In the fifth section, I provide an example of allusive punning, i.e., the use of words or forms that imply by way of similarity of sound another word that does not occur in the text. 9 The sixth section is devoted to instances of numerical punning. After providing the data for each of these devices, I offer some general observations on punning in Qoheleth.
ALLITERATION
Qoh 1:4-6 4 5 6 7 See, e.g., Andrew Welsh, "Pun," in The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetics, p. 1005, who notes that verbal puns "play with sound and meaning."
8 Like Casanowicz and others since him, I do not consider the repetition of the same root, even if found in a different form, to constitute alliteration. Thus, while a line like in 1:2 may have an overall alliterative effect by repeating the root , it lies outside this study (though some alliteration perhaps obtains in the consonants and which appear in both and ). Similarly, I leave out instances of the so-called cognate accusative construction, e.g., in Qoh 5:3. 9 On this form of punning see the many examples found in Moshe Garsiel, Biblical Names: A Literary Study of Midrashic Name Derivations and Puns (Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press, 1991).
This passage provides an excellent instance of alliteration of the consonants and , which we hear twice in v. 4 in "generation," and again in "south" in v. 6. In addition, the use of the verb in v. 6 creates the anticipation that will appear, as it did twice in v. 4, but instead the poet uses the alliterative word . Thus, the repetition of in v. 4 and the use of in vv. 4 and 6 permit the alliteration to be perceived over the stretch of an intervening line.10 Also, the consonants and in the repeated word in v. 5 echo in the word at the end of the verse.
Qoh 2:2
Alliteration is achieved in this verse by repeating the consonants and in the words and . The alliteration serves to strengthen the relationship between "laughter" and "merriment," underscored also by their parallelism. Also alliterative is the consonant , which appears four times in this brief line.
Qoh 3:3
In this line it is the consonants and that appear in the words and . The repeated use of to mark the infinitive and the consonant in add to the alliterative effect. The alliteration here helps to connect the chain of famous merisms and lends cohesiveness to them. This passage repeatedly employs the consonants , , and . See the two-fold use of the root in v. 5, the use of in v. 5, and the word in v. 6. Bolstering this example is the fact that, unlike the other merismic pairs in this list, does not have an antonymic root. Instead, it is negated by the alliterative phrase . As in the previous example, here alliteration binds the sequential merisms and strengthens the cohesiveness of the list.
Qoh 3:11
Here Qoheleth offers alliteration between the consonants , , and in the words and , and with the word , which echoes just the and the . The device serves to draw into contrast the concept of eternity ( ) that God has put in the human mind ( ) with humankind's inability ( ) to fathom it truly.
Qoh 3:18
Similarly, Qoh 3:18 echoes the consonants in the word by employing the words , which uses the closeness in sounds between the liquids and , and , which resounds both the and . Here the alliteration connects the matter ( ) of humankind to which Qoheleth has set his mind ( ), and his pondering that God has established it to test them ( ). In addition, the words provide two illustrations of epanastrophe, a subclass of alliteration in which the final syllable of one word is repeated in the next word. 11 Qoh 4:6
The alliteration of the consonants , , and in the uncommon expression and rare word helps to emphasize the contrast between the small handful of ease and the two fistfulls of toil. The contrast is supported by additional alliteration of the and in the root , which appears twice, and the word .
Qoh 4:13
Here again Qoheleth uses alliteration, specially of the consonants , ,
, and , to strengthen a contrast, this time between a poor wise youth (
) and an old, but foolish king ( ). 12 Qoh 4:14-15
15
In this passage, the poet alliterates the consonants , , and in the words , , and the rare piel participial form . Qoheleth has set up a motif of reversal in which one born without status, and presumably unfit for rule, comes to rule a large body of apparently willing followers. The alliteration underscores this reversal by drawing into comparison the institution of kingship ( and ) and those who follow ( ).
11 First noted by M. Casanowicz, "Paronomasia in the Old Testament," p. 112, and repeated in Sasson, "Word Play in the Old Testament," p. 969.
12 The contrast is bolstered also by a partial assonance between the segholates and .
Qoh 5:7
This verse contains two words in which the final is pronounced: and , the latter of which appears three times. The rarity of such words in biblical Hebrew suggests that the usage was deliberately chosen for reasons of alliteration. While I can see no immediate reason for the alliteration other than poetic choice, perhaps the repeatedly pronounced helped to add emphasis to the statement.
Qoh 5:9
In this verse Qoheleth alliterates the consonants and in the word , which appears twice, and in the words and . The consonant resounds also in . The alliteration serves to connect the love of wealth with futility (i.e., ).
Qoh 6:6
Note in this passage the repeated use of the and in the words (rarely used in Qoheleth) and , and in the phrase ...
. The use of the liquids and also may be considered alliterative. The repeated use of these consonants helps to place reiterated emphasis on the hyperbolic , which is contrasted ultimately with the same ( ) place all go upon death. As such the verse also contains an example numerical punning (more on this below).
Qoh 7:1 Alliteration occurs here between the word and , as noted already by Casanowicz. 13 Here the device underscores the contrast that the poet has established between the value of a good name and the value of fine oil. A similar alliteration appears in Song 1:3:
. 14 Qoh 7:4
Qoheleth employs an anagramic use of the consonants and in the words , which occurs twice, and . The alliteration allows him to state that the of the wise rests both figuratively and literally within the . The alliteration is reinforced by the two-fold use of the in the word , which also appears twice. , which appears three times in this short verse, and demonstrate again Qoheleth's interest in alliteration. Both words employ the consonant . In addition, the consonants and in the word are anticipated by . Moreover, the words and also demonstrate assonance, specifically rhyme (see below). The use of alliteration again emphasizes the difference between patience and pride, the latter of which is connected with fools. Additional alliteration is achieved in v. 9 between the repeated consonants and in the words , , and . The sound effect connects angry behavior ( ) with fools ( ).
Qoh 7:14
Here the expression serves to alliterate the . Though the and cannot be considered alliterative, the close juxtaposition of the two in words bookended by identical consonants achieves an alliterative effect. As we have seen, alliteration tends to emphasize or establish contrast. Here again the poet has contrasted good times with bad times in life. His use of alliteration here serves to emphasize the importance of being circumspect ( ) when times are bad ( ).
Qoh 8:8
This passage reverberates three consonants ( , , and ) in the words and , two of which reverberate also in the word . Additional alliteration obtains by way of the consonants and in the words and , and by way of the consonants and in the words , , and . The contrastive purpose of alliteration is again clear. This time the poet contrasts the lack of control ( ) that one has over determining one's future, and the absolute control that wickedness has, allowing none to escape ( ), in a way similar to not receiving a discharge ( ) during wartime ( ).
Qoh 8:12-13
13
This passage alliterates the consonants , , and in the hiphil form of the roots and the root , the first of which appears twice, and the latter three times. The alliteration allows Qoheleth to bring into sharp relief the acts of evil doers that may appear to prolong punishment and the long lives of those who fear God.
Qoh 9:5 Note in this line the alliteration between the consonants and (and possibly the and ) in words and . 17 The consonant also reverberates twice in the phrase in the same stich. Observe also how the word , used twice in this line, resounds in the preposition in the expression . As Johannes Hempel long ago noted, the "wortspiel" here serves to contrast "...die Toten wissen gar nichts, haben keinen Dank ( akar), denn ihrer denkt (zakar) keiner!" 18 Indeed, by linking and via sound, and by preceding these words with the expression , Qoheleth allows his audience to perceive a contrast between the lack of any knowledge or reward among the dead and the forgotten knowledge of them among the living.
17 Suggested first by Casanowicz, "Paronomasia in the Old Testament," 157, and n. 144, who noted that the poet has opted to use instead of or heleth, for the sake of paronomasia. , as elsewhere in Qo 18 Johannes Hempel, Die althebräische Literatur und ihr hellenistisch-jüdisches Nachleben (Wildpark-Potsdam, Akademische Verlagsgesellschaft Athenaion, 1930), p. 192.
Qoh 9:11
In this verse, the poet repeats the consonants , , and in the words , , and . The aim of the alliteration here again appears to be to create a comparison and contrast, in this case between the warrior's ability to achieve victory in battle (
) and the ability of the wise ( ) to obtain food ( ). Qoheleth then subverts his own comparison by concluding that .
Qoh 10:1
In this line, Qoheleth twice repeats the consonant in in a way that reverberates the onomatopoeic word "fly." The alliteration is perhaps strengthened by the consonant in and , which is also a bilabial. A close examination of this pericope reveals an astonishing abundance of sibilants--twenty-two in all (sixteen shins, five samekhs, and one sin). 19 In addition, the word alliterates in the passage the with the words in one direction, and , in another. One wonders whether the many words containing sibilants were chosen in order to mimic the sound of the snake mentioned in vv. 8 and 11. In any event, the alliteration between the words , , and underscores the irony of a snake charmer being bitten before having the chance to charm the snake.
The pericope is a veritable tapestry of alliteration. Note also the alliteration between in 10:8 and in 10:9; the repeated and in and in 10:8; and in and in 10:9, and the and in and in 10:10. The device here appears to have been used to strengthen the cohesiveness of the occurrences listed.
Qoh 10:11-12 11 12 A brief demonstration of anagramic alliteration occurs in these two verses between the words and . In addition, two of the consonants in these words ( and ) appear also in in v. 11. 20 The alliteration allows Qoheleth to bring into contrast the irony of a snake charmer being bitten before being charmed and the fool's lips which likewise have a destructive result.
Qoh 10:18
Here we find alliteration between the words . Note how they reverberate the consonants , , and .
Qoh 10:20
Note here the frequent appearance of the consonants and in the verb , which appears twice, and the word . The and also alliterate with the and in the words and . The also resounds in the word . According to Graham Ogden, the words also echo in 10:11 cited above. 21 Again the alliteration provides contrast by connecting one's cursing of another with its possible consequence.
Qoh 11:1
Another example of alliteration appears in this verse in the first two words , which repeat the consonants and in the same sequence. This particular form of alliteration is again a form of epanastrophe (see above). There is additional alliteration between the words and . The latter encourages the reader to connect action and consequence.
Qoh 12:3 Particularly striking here is the alliteration of the consonant three times in the first stich. The deliberateness of the alliteration is further suggested by the fact that this is the only place in biblical Hebrew where the root occurs. 22 Perhaps this alliteration aimed to mimic onomatopoeically the sound of grinding. If so, it is noteworthy that the consonant is not repeated again until the sound of the mill ( ) is said to grow dim in the next verse (12:4). Additional alliteration (and partial assonance) occurs in the words .
Qoh 12:6
Alliteration obtains here by way of the repeated use of the consonants and in the words and , the consonants and in the words (from , see below under allusive punning) and (niphal of ), and the consonants an in and . 23 The 21 Though it appears in biblical Aramaic (e.g., Ezra 4 , etc.). 23 The and in also resound in the verb , which occurs twice in the next verse.
alliteration lends cohesiveness to the line and abets the polysemy contained therein (see below).
Qoh 12:11
Here I note the alliteration between the words and , which are essentially anagrams of each other. 24 The alliteration brings the two words into comparison, thus underscoring the power of the simile.
ASSONANCE
The words and provide one of the clearest examples of assonance in the Bible. Moreover, since both words occur at the end of their respective stichs they also demonstrate a rare use of rhyming.
Qoh 10:11 I have discussed this line above with regard to its alliteration, but as Ogden also has observed, assonance occurs between the words and . 26 Qoh 10:18
24 Casanowicz, "Paronomasia in the Old Testament," 131. 25 As with alliteration, I do not include here the repetition of similar grammatical forms. Thus the list of merisms in Qoh 3:2-8, which makes repeated use of infinitival forms, does not appear in this study. For other examples of assonance in the Hebrew Bible, see Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry, pp. 222-225. 26 Ogden, Qoheleth, p. 171.
Assonance here occurs between the dual forms and , and also with . Scholars have had difficulty understanding the form of , but regardless whether one understands it as a dual of intensity or as a metaphor for the hands (i.e., "the two lazy ones"), 27 it here serves the poet's need for assonance.
POLYSEMY
Qoh 1:7-8 7 8
As noted by Fox, 28 the use of in v. 8 is ambiguous. It can mean "things" or "words." Not noted by Fox, however, is the fact that as such, the passage constitutes an example of Janus Parallelism, a device in which a word points back to the previous stich in one of its meanings, and ahead to the following stich, in another of its meanings. 29 In this case, when read as "things," points back to the natural phenomena described in the previous verses that weary Qoheleth. 30 But as "words," looks ahead to "one is unable to speak" and the weariness of the other human senses (i.e., seeing, hearing) in v. 8. The polysemy in this passage occurs in the expression which may be translated either as "to busy him with it" or "to afflict him with it." 31 The device is anticipated by the phrase which could mean a "wicked or harmful task or business." The expression appears again in Qoh 3:10, where again its meaning may be ambiguous, 32 but there appears without the adjective .
Qoh 2:25-26
26
Here the verb in v. 25 is ambiguous, meaning "feel pain" or "feel pleasure." 33 As such it allows Qoheleth to encapsulate and anticipate the two men mentioned in v. 26, i.e., the one who pleases God and enjoys himself, and the other who displeases God and suffers loss in the end. With one breath he rhetorically asks "For who eats and feels pain/pleasure other than me?" and thus captures the futility of merriment. 34 31 33 It also can mean "hurry, excite" (e.g., Job 20:2), and this is how Ibn Ezra understood it, but I do not see how this meaning is operative here unless it refers to the rapid gathering of personal wealth. On the various translations of this word see Fox, JPS Torah Commentary: Ecclesiastes, p. 19. 34 Perhaps this verb was selected for its aid in creating partial alliteration with the late idiom .
Qoh 3:14
This passage contains polysemy in the words , which one can read either as "(mankind) will fear him" (from the root , and as implied by the metheg) or as "see him" (from the root ), in the sense of "observe him, learn from" (e.g., the idiom in Judg 7:17 with ), or perhaps in the sense of "choose him" (e.g., 2 Kgs 10:3 also with bad, evil" (PS r ). 37 In addition, this passage exploits the double meaning of as "wind" and "spirit." The doubly polysemous phrase here constitutes a Janus parallel, but one of the most elaborate examples of it in the Bible. In this instance, the expression in v. 4, when understood as "wickedness of spirit," points back to "every evil under the sun" in v. 3. But when understood as "befriending the wind" or as "longing for the wind" it points ahead to "mankind's envy of his friend" in v. 5. However, when the expression appears again in v. 4 it exploits the other meanings inherent in these words to form another Janus parallel. This time, when read as "destruction of spirit," the same expression points back to "eats his own flesh" in v. 5, an idiom for destruction (see, e.g., Ps 27:2, Mic 3:3, Isa 49:26), and when read as "pursuit of wind," it points ahead to "vanity, breath" in v. 7. 38 Similar polysemy may be at work wherever the expression appears in Qoheleth (e.g., 1:14).
Qoh 5:8-9
9
The case of uni-directional polysemy in this passage involves the word , which can be rendered either as "agricultural produce" (e.g., Exod 23:10) or as "revenue" (e.g., Isa 23:3). In its former meaning points back to the words and , and in its latter meaning, back to and .
Qoh 8:8
As in Qoh 4:6, here again Qoheleth employs the word for its dual meaning of "wind" and "spirit." 39 Upon reading the first stich in this verse, readers are encouraged to think that he is contemplating the futility of life by likening it to controlling the wind. However, when one reads the second stich, the mention of suggest that indeed meant "spirit."
Qoh 12:2 As has long been recognized, the word in v. 1 suggests several meanings. 40 Two in particular are possible: "your creator" (from ) and, with Fox, 41 "your vigor, health" (from a homophonous root ). Both make sense in the passage, and both point back to the end of the last chapter where Qoheleth admonishes his audience to enjoy life in your youth because God will call one to account (11:9).
Qoh 12:6-7
Of specific interest here is in v. 6, the common meaning for which is "cistern." However, the same word can mean "grave" (e.g., Isa 14:9, 45:15, 38:18, Prov 28:17). In its meaning "cistern," faces back to "spring" in the same line, but as "grave" it faces ahead to the description of death in the next line; 42 thus, another Janus Parallelism. 40 R. Aqiva understood it midrashically as suggestive of "your well" (semen) from , "your pit (the grave) from ," and "your creator" (God) from .
ox 
ANTANACLASIS Qoh 4:1
The existence of antanaclasis in this passage was identified first by Jack Sasson, who observed that the expression occurs twice, the first time meaning "no one to comfort them," and the second time, meaning "no one to avenge them." 43 Qoh 7:5-6
6
In addition to demonstrating alliteration, the words and also illustrate the poet's use of homophonous nouns in the service of antanaclasis. The first time the lexeme occurs it means "thorns" (as in Isa 34:13). The second time it appears it means "pot" (as in Ps 60:10). 44 Qoh 7:12
12
In this verse the word means "shelter." However, we have previously heard these consonants used to refer to "shade" in 6:12. 45 Its use here for "shelter," thus constitutes a case of antanaclasis.
43
ordplay in the Old Testament," p. 970. Sasson, "W 44 Noted by Greenstein, "Wordplay, Hebrew," p. 969. The polysemy of these same words is similarly exploited in the vision of Jeremiah in Jer 1:13. 45 Is it possible that the juxtaposition between "shadow" in 6:12 and in the next verse (7:1) is meant to allude to "darkness"? This would be especially meaningful in light of the statement in 6:12 that one cannot know what will occur under the sun after one is gone. If such is intended, it In his study of the antanaclastic use of the verb in Qoheleth, Anthony Ceresko pointed out that the verb occurred eight times in 7:23-29 with four different nuances: "grasp, understand" (7:24), "find" (7:26, 7:28a, 7:28b, 7:28c), "learn" (7:27a, 7:29), and "reach" (7:27b). 46 would belong in the category of allusive punning above. 46 Ceresko, "The Function of Antanaclasis (ms ) 'to find' // (ms ) 'to reach, overtake, grasp' in Hebrew Poetry, especially in the Book of Qoheleth," 551-569, especially 565-569. According to Ceresko, the sophisticated employment of in Qoheleth may be due to two proto-Semitic roots concealed by the orthography of : the first is ms /m "find," and the second is perhaps derived from mgy "reach, arrive, overtake." On the punning use of this verb in Qoheleth, see also In Qoh 8:17, he observed that the verb appears three times. The first and third times it requires that we translate "grasp, understand," since there it parallels the verb "know." However, the second time it occurs, we must render it "find," because of its connection there with the verb "seek." As he concluded:
Qoheleth exhausts the possibilities of the verb ms as he exhausts all avenues of investigation to try to understand (ms ) "what God is doing under the sun." Despite his skill in the use of language in his rigorous search (Qoh 12:9-10) he cannot find (ms ) the answer; in honestly admitting such, he marks the boundaries for human wisdom beyond which one dare not attempt to reach (ms ) in order to grasp (ms ) the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and bad. 47 Qoh 10:4
Antanaclasis in this passage is demonstrated by and . Though both forms derive from the same root ( ), the first instance means "leave, forsake" and the second "put to rest." 48 This passage is very sophisticated in the way it alludes to the word twice used in v. 21. Note, for example, how both the verbal hapax legomenon and the phrase echo the word "man," which is not present in the text. Here the allusion underscores the mortality and fragility of mankind that is the focus of the passage.
ALLUSIVE PUNNING
Qoh 10:8
Allusive punning occurs in this line in the hapax legomenon "the rafter," which reminds us by dint of sound of Qoheleth's repeated use of the word "fortune, fate" (e.g., Qoh 2:14, 2:15, 3:19 [3X], 9:2, 9:3). The allusion allows readers to equate poor fortunes with laziness. This allusion is bolstered by the presence of the verb (from ) "be low," which appears elsewhere means "humiliation" (e.g., Ps 106:43, Job 24:24). 50 Ogden also sees here a "play" between the lowering of the rafter in 18a and the lowering of hands in 18b. 51 Qoh 12:5
The phrase has evoked a good deal of comment from exegetes because of its difficulty. The versions make it clear that the word means "caper-berry" or "caper bush," 52 though the word is a hapax legomenon in Hebrew. On the other hand, the verb , presumably a hiphil form of the root "frustrate, make ineffectual," makes little sense here. Some interpreters have opted to resolve this difficulty by seeing the line as a metaphor for the diminishment of 50 t a s the connotation of "humiliation, baseness." The roo lso carrie 51 Ogden, Qoheleth, p. 178. 52 Thus LXX, Syriac, and Vulgate.
sexual desire or ability in old age, since the caper-berry appears to have been considered an aphrodisiac (hence its derivation from the root "desire"). 53 Others have suggested that we emend the verb to "and buds." 54 I suggest that we have allusive punning at work. Though the pointed text forces us to translate as "(even) the (aphrodisiac) caper-berry is ineffectual," the verb is close enough in sound to suggests also a hiphil form of the root "bear fruit," 55 especially since it immediately follows the mention of the almond tree.
Moreover, the phrase is similarly allusive. The mention of the almond suggests that we read the verb as a hiphil of the root "blossom," but its orthography demands that we derive it from , "contemn, spurn." In addition, early interpreters saw the almond here as denoting the testicles. 56 Read in this way, this stich too would suggest the lack of sexual appetite or ability in old age.
) (
In addition to employing fine examples of alliteration, this passage contains examples of allusive punning. On the one hand, the Qere in the expression suggests that we read the stich as referring to the snapping of a silver chord (seeing here the root ), i.e., "the cord of life." On the other hand, the fact that the word may also mean one's lot or portion suggests that we may retain the Kethib and render the stich "...before the portion of silver becomes distant," i.e., one is separated from one's wealth upon death (cf., Job 1:21).
The words are typically translated as if the verb here derives from the root "crush, break." However, the way the verb is pointed, coupled with the fact that can refer to a lamp 57 suggests that we derive the verb from the root "run," 58 and see the line as referring to the running out of golden oil, i.e., the end of one's life. This passage exploits the idiomatic use of numbers in a way that constitutes numerical punning, a device also known from elsewhere in the ancient Near East. 59 Though Fox notes here the presence of key words based on the number "two," which can mean "'companion' or 'fellow,' and possibly 'successor,'" 60 the numerical punning operating in this passage is more elaborate. While words based on two do appear in vv. 8, 9, 10, 11, and 12, the number one ( ) also appears in vv. 8, 9, 10 (2X), 11, and 12, as does the number "three-fold" ( ) in v. 12. 61 Indeed, the text's clever use of ambiguity, in the form of polysemy, allusive punning, and antanaclasis, forces readers to contemplate the meaning of Qoheleth's words at every turn, and thus, to participate in the quest for meaning that is central to the book. Both in its content and in the manner in which that content is delivered, Qoheleth conveys his frustration with words and deeds, and his inability to know anything with certainty. As he reminds us in 8:17: . It is as if Qoheleth uses ambiguous words in a way that embodies the impossibility of interpreting the vagaries of life. Indeed, as Qoheleth puts it in 8:1:
NUMERICAL PUNNING
, "who is (wise and) able to interpret any thing/word"? 65
